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ñWe will harness the energy and commitment that has been demonstrated in the public hearings over the past 

several months. We will capitalize on the broad and overwhelming cooperation that has been displayed. We will 

tap into the vast reservoir of talent, creativity and intelligence that has been exhibited. In doing so, we will make 

our Lakefront the polished gem that we all know it can be. And that polished gem will create more jobs, generate 

more revenue, and be the source of more civic pride than any (industrial development) would have allowed for.ò 
 
 

- in loving memory of the late Mayor Dan Drew 
whose commitment to polishing that gem gave Waukegan the courage to embrace its future 
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The City of Waukegan Lakefront Downtown Master Plan 

 

Introduction 

The Waukegan Harbor and Downtown today 
 
 

Waukegan is located 40 miles north of Chicago. It has a 
prized lakefront location on Lake Michigan, and an 
expanding city population in a growing Lake County that is 
itself part of the dynamic northern Illinois region. With 
commuter rail service through the North Shore communities 
to Chicago, an active marina and harbor, strong 
neighborhoods and the Illinois Beach State Park to the 
north, Waukegan has many of the elements necessary for 
success. 
 

Once the source of thousands of jobs, Waukegan's 
lakefront is marked by its 19th and 20th century industrial 
legacy. Some of the land was environmentally 
compromised by a manufacturing past. A small number of 
businesses remain, offering only a fraction of the number of 
previous jobs. Material storage operations are clustered 
around the harbor. The framework of rail and road 
infrastructure and land parcels also reflects this industrial 
past. Much of the lakefront is also separated from the rest 
of Waukegan by a bluff and the Amstutz Expressway, a 
one-and-one-half mile highway that lies at its base. 
 

Waukegan's Downtown has declined as local industrial jobs 
have been lost. The strong base of Downtown county 
government and court-related jobs has not been sufficient 
to support a once booming retail district. Office users have 
left and downtown housing and hotels have fallen into 
disrepair. An active daytime government center is now 
surrounded by surface parking lots, a struggling retail 
sector and under-utilized buildings. 
 

In February of 2002, the City of Waukegan and the 
Urban Land Institute (ULI) brought some of the nation's 
leading development experts to Waukegan for a one week 
investigation of options for the future of the Lakefront. 
In addition to brainstorming ideas, this panel also 
recommended the creation of a full Master Plan to create a 
vision and action agenda for implementation. Following a 
national search for a planning team in the fall of 2002, the 
City of Waukegan embarked on the creation of this Master 
Plan in January 2003. 

While the Lakefront and Downtown present challenges, the 
opportunities are greater. Waukegan's Downtown can 
move quickly to build on national trends that support central 
city living, working, learning, shopping and entertainment. 
Waukegan's Lakefront can become an international model 
for ecological restoration and sensitive redevelopment. 
Each can build on the economic strength of the region and 
the commitment to create a new future shown by 
Waukegan's citizens and leaders both for themselves and 
for others. 
 

Transformation of Waukegan's Lakefront and Downtown 
will be driven by the projected development of up to 4,000 
new homes and a combined 1,000,000 square feet of new 
retail, hospitality, entertainment, education and cultural 
activity. This transformation will provide new options and 
opportunities for today's residents of Waukegan and for the 
residents of the future. 
 

The Waukegan Lakefront and Downtown Master Plan 
represents the culmination of extensive work by City of 
Waukegan staff and elected officials and the New Harbor 
City Renaissance Commission. The latter body served as 
the steering committee for the Master Plan. Waukegan's 
citizens also helped prepare the Master Plan through a 
series of town hall meetings held in March, April and May 
of 2003. 
 

This report highlights the major findings, ideas and 
recommendations of the Master Plan. It is intended to be 
used by City departments, other public agencies, the 
development community and the residents of Waukegan as 
a vision for the future and a guide to action. The summary 
is organized to address Waukegan's place in the region 
and the city of Waukegan first. Access, open space and 
development recommendations are offered. The report 
then addresses key places in turn: the Downtown, the 
South Lakefront, the Harborfront, the North Harbor and the 
North Lakefront.



The City of Waukegan Lakefront Downtown Master Plan 
 

A Vision for the Lakefront and Downtown 

 
Downtown Waukegan will become a vibrant city center, a place for jobs, shopping, entertainment  

and urban living. The South Lakefront and the Harbor will become home to new waterfront neighborhoods.  

The North Lakefront will become an international model for environmental and ecological restoration.  

The transformation of Waukeganôs Lakefront and Downtown will signal a broader  

transformation of the city and its place in the region. 

 
The First Step: Downtown 
 

Waukegan will be known for its revived Downtown: a 
destination for jobs, entertainment, unique retail and 
popular lunch and dining spots. It will be a regional center 
where people work, live and play. New housing and cultural 
and educational institutions will create a vibrant scene at all 
times of the day. Beautifully landscaped streets and city 
parks will draw people from homes and offices. Genesee 
Street, Sheridan Road, Clayton Street and others will be 
active streets. Downtown will also extend to the Harborfront 
with improved pedestrian and open space connections. 
The Waukegan River and its ravines will be restored. A 
variety of trails will be incorporated along the ravines. The 
mouth of the Waukegan River will be widened, where a 
significant new city park will be established. 
 
A Near Term Opportunity: The South Lakefront 
 

A new neighborhood will be established along the South 
Lakefront, reflecting the best of traditional neighborhood 
family housing. A new lakefront park will extend along the 
entire shoreline of this new neighborhood. 
 
New Neighborhoods: The Harborfront and the North 
Harbor 
 

A new district will grow at the Harborfront between a new 
Intermodal Transit Center and a regionally renowned 
marina. It will offer housing, boat service and construction, 
and marina-related retail. This new neighborhood will be 
organized around a central open space connecting 
Downtown to the lake edge.  
 

 
 
 
Waukegan Harbor will be a Great Lakes center for sailing 
and boating. Visitors to the marina will shop at the 
Harborfront and Downtown. A Harborfront Park will be 
Waukegan's new civic garden. Festivals, special events, 
family sports and entertainment will bring people to 
Waukegan from around the region. 
 
 
The North Harbor will take advantage of its waterfront 
location and lake and harbor views to become a primarily 
residential mixed-use neighborhood. Product development, 
boat service and launch facilities and civic and education 
activities will also be part of this new neighborhood. 
 
A Legacy Project: Restoring the North Lakefront 
 

The North Lakefront will emphasize open space, ecological 
restoration, wetlands, habitats and public access. It will be 
a place for play, relaxation and reflection. Public access to 
the water's edge will be maximized. Waukegan's North 
Lakefront will be known for its far reaching efforts to restore 
its lakefront environment. Clean land, air and water will 
provide a place for native vegetation, wildlife, recreation 
and education to come together. Natural features will be 
restored. New environmental facilities that celebrate this 
unique place and an ecological approach to industry and 
utilities will bring regional, national and international 
visitors.
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The City of Waukegan Lakefront Downtown Master Plan 

Guiding Principles 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Waukeganôs new Town Square will connect downtown to Lake Michigan  The plan will provide new ways to experience the Lakefront 
 

 
The plan for Waukeganôs Lakefront and Downtown is built upon the following principles: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
1. Emphasize Mixed-Use Transit-Oriented 
Development in the Downtown and the 
Harborfront 
 
Downtown will become a compact, walkable center 
for jobs, living, learning, entertainment, shopping and 
dining. Mixed-use districts will be established around 
Waukegan's Harbor. 
 
 
 
 
2. Create Strong Pedestrian, Transit and Roadway 
connections between Downtown and the 
Lakefront 
 
Downtown and the Lakefront will be connected by 
strong, clear pedestrian, bicycle, roadway and transit 
connections 
 
 
 
 
3. Protect, Restore and Enhance Waukegan's 
Ravine and Park System 
 
Waukegan's bluffs, rivers and ravines comprise an 
irreplaceable open space asset, and will be protected 
and enhanced 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
4. Restore the Lakefront into a Regional 
Environmental and Recreational Asset 
 
Waukegan will be known for the restoration of its 
lakefront environment, where clean land, air and 
water will enhance ecological restoration and wildlife 
protection and complement recreational opportunities 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Create a Transportation Framework that Allows 
Clear Access to the Lakefront 
 
Modifications to the existing road and infrastructure 
should clarify access to new development, strengthen 
routes to the Lakefront, establish streets as civic 
places, and consolidate underutilized land 
 
 
 
 
6. Encourage Harbor-Related Uses that 
Complement an Environmentally-Based Lakefront 
 
The Harbor will evolve into a regional center for 
sailing and boating. The adaptation of remaining 
industry and utilities to a new vision for the Lakefront 
will establish Waukegan as an international model for 
sustainability
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The City of Waukegan Lakefront Downtown Master Plan 

The Master Plan 
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The City of Waukegan Lakefront Downtown Master Plan 

Open Space Framework 
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The City of Waukegan Lakefront Downtown Master Plan 

Development Framework 
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